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March 25: The Panamanian government announced that it was forced to postpone for a week
delivery of paychecks to the 15,000-member armed forces. Military spokespersons announced eight
new appointments of officers, 12 command changes and three promotions. Archbishop Marcos
McGrath asked for prayer amid the crisis, and said he was continuing discussions with all sides.
He noted that such talks had led to unfounded rumors about his intentions. Shops along Panama
City's main thoroughfares remained closed for the fifth day of a general strike. Spokespersons
for the National Civic Crusade said 95% of businesses, commerce and transportation had been
paralyzed. The military operated essential services, and some small businesses and vegetable
stands remained open. The country's two principal four mills, the Harina de Panama and another
operated and largely owned by Gneeral Mills, pledged to donate flour to Caritas, a Catholic relief
organization that has been distributing food to needy families in areas outside the capital. March 26:
Panamanian troops were dispatched to occupy the Balboa port; dock workers had been on strike for
nearly two weeks. The government also took control of the flour industry. Four truckloads of riotsquad police (Dobermans) took control of Panama's two principal flour mills. At both sites, workers
were arrested. A team of International Red Cross officials arrived in Panama to begin an assessment
of the food situation. Church relief workers said the lack of cash and closed supermarkets were
having a devastating impact on poor households. The government announced it had initiated
"discussions" with striking longshoremen at the port of Cristobal, located at the Atlantic entrance
to the canal. The government warned banks, supermarkets and other essential businesses that they
would face the loss of their operating licenses if they failed to reopen. Acting President Manuel
Solis Palma informed the 130 Panamanian banks, which have been shut since early March, that the
government would use "all legal resources to assure their reopening." In a statement, the National
Banking Association said that "we do not agree with the Noriega government that it should use our
funds to solve a public-sector banking problem." March 28: At about 6 p.m., Panamanian troops
and paramilitary units stormed the Marriott Hotel in Panama City, and arrested between 20 and
30 members of the National Civic Crusade who had earlier led a protest march. The raid initially
involved armed plainclothes men. The Crusade members were arriving at the Marriott, the virtual
headquarters of the foreign press and site of the Crusade's press conferences. According to the
New York Times, witnesses said many of the Crusade members were beaten with gun butts and
rubber truncheons as they were pushed into police vans. A few hours earlier, a crowd of more
than 3,000 people was dispersed by riot police firing tear gas, water cannons and bird shot as they
marched along one of the main commercial thoroughfares. Reporters in the hotel were ordered
by troops to remain inside. Several who resisted were reportedly shoved and in some cases struck
with truncheons. Meanwhile, several technicians and camerapersons from US television networks
said some of their equipment had been taken and that their videotapes had been confiscated.
At least 13 journalists, including four US citizens working for television networks were taken
away from the hotel by troops. NBC said two technicians were seized. In addition, NBC said two
Mexican citizens working for the network had been arrested. Seven Panamanian employees were
also reported detained. ABC reported that two US employees had been placed in police vans and
taken away. The soldiers advised hotel guests to stay in their rooms. Costa Rican President Oscar
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 075146
ISSN: 1089-1560

Arias and Prime Minister Felipe Gonzales of Spain announced in San Jose that they planned to ask
Panamanian Archbishop Marcos McGrath "to act as a mediator" in the crisis. At a convention center
in downtown Panama City, delegates from 27 countries held a "Solidarity With Panama" meeting.
Representing numerous organizations, the delegates said they had come to show support for
Panamanian self-determination and to oppose US intervention in Panamanian affairs. Panamanian
opponents of Noriega asked US companies and Panamanian citizens to withhold their quarterly
taxes from the government in April to increase the pressure on Noriega. The opponents, who are
working closely with the State Department, issued a proclamation in the name of deposed President
Eric Arturo Delvalle ordering the tax measure. According to the proclamation, the payments
should be sent to an account in Washington controlled by Panamanians loyal to Delvalle. March 29:
Early reports from Panama indicated that many of the opposition leaders remained under arrest.
Panama's nine-member Bishops Conference called on Noriega to assist in ending the political
crisis by stepping down from power "as soon as possible." The bishops said that Archbishop
McGrath was ready to mediate a settlement between Noriega and opponents, as proposed by
Arias and Gonzalez. According to Auxiliary Bishop Oscar Brown, "The Panamanian people can't
take any more" of this situation. Brown is ranking church leader after McGrath. A majority of 130
Panamanian banks had reportedly acceded to government threats. They apparently agreed to
reopen "sometime next week," but only to cash government-issued checks. Dockworkers in Balboa
said the government had offered to pay 100% of their back salary in cash if they agreed to reopen
the docks and in the Free Zone in Colon. In 1987, the latter handled more than $4 billion in goods.
According to a dockworker cited by the New York Times, "Any moment they come up with the
money, I'll go back...There's no politics here. Noriega is not the issue it's a matter of workers' rights,
and feeding my kids. No pay, no work, simple as that." Human rights groups in Panama said they
believed that almost all of the people known to have been arrested at the Marriott Hotel and at an
earlier anti-Noriega march in downtown Panama City had been released, along with 13 journalists
who were also detained. (Basic data from several reports, AFP, AP, Reuters, New York Times)
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